
 APOJ 16-30
 22 July 2016

Attritional War: The Neglected Phase of Modern Warfare

By Thomas Neely

 The United States has fought three modern wars: Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq. They differ from most 
of our prior wars. Modern wars have two phases: conventional military activity followed by the slow but deadly 
erosion of our troops’ ability and will to carry out their mission, called in this paper attritional war. The attritional 
war phase of our three modern wars is what distinguishes them from past conflicts. 

 The first part of the conventional military activity phase is troops versus troops engaged in activities for 
which they have been trained. It is referred to in this paper as traditional war, and is what we generally think of as 
“war,” whether on a large scale D-Day canvas, or in other tactical contexts taught at Fort Benning, Quantico, and 
elsewhere. Counterinsurgency (COIN), the second phase of conventional war, consists of retaliatory attacks on 
insurgents, creating relationships with local leaders, building infrastructure, “winning the hearts and minds,” and 
may include efforts to create democratic nations. It often begins as the traditional war is winding down but may 
happen simultaneously. 

      In Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq, we defeated our enemies in traditional warfare. The results of our 
counterinsurgency efforts are less clear. But in all three conflicts, we lost—at considerable cost—the attritional 
wars. This paper describes the characteristics of attritional war, distinguishes it from conventional war, gives exam-
ples of attritional war from literature, and considers why it matters as we prepare ourselves for future conflicts.

Attritional War

     Attritional war is waged against American and other allied units by snipers, suicide bombers, and those who 
plant what were called booby traps in Vietnam and improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
It is often experienced at small unit levels, company, platoon, and squad. 

  The central feature of attritional war is the gradual wasting, physical and psychological, of United States forces 
without inflicting similar loss on our foes. Enemy armies are largely gone from the field after being defeated by our 
armies, our forces patrol, insurgents kill our soldiers with small arms fire, IEDs, and suicide bombs, and then melt 
into the crowd. This went on for years in our three modern wars. 

But “attrition” falls heavily on our ear, because it conjures up pitched conflict between large armies bleeding each 
other over long stretches of time. In our collective memory attrition is Verdun, the series of battles and countless 
artillery barrages that began near that city on the western front in France on February 21, 1916 and lasted, de-
pending on one’s perspective, until December when the French regained lost ground or well into 1917 as fighting 
continued in the area on a reduced scale. Casualties on both sides—killed, wounded, and missing in action—are 
estimated to be in the 750,000 range.1 Attrition in modern wars is a rounding error by comparison. Approximately 
8,000 U.S. troops have been killed in Afghanistan and Iraq, about the number that died in two weeks at Verdun.  
Regardless of the particularities of the war, attrition connotes loss without recompense, which eventually is intol-
erable.

 Modern attritional wars share seven characteristics:

1. There is no apparent military reason why one unit is hit and others are not;

2. Violence may come from anywhere at any time;

3. Violence is largely anonymous—those responsible for it are usually long gone when the damage is     
done, and our troops find no enemy to fight;

APOJ 1

F
O

R
T

 L

EAV E N W O R T H
, K

A
N

S
A

S

T
H

E    A
R M Y    P R E

S
S

Army Press Online Journal is published bi-monthly by The Army Press to provide cutting edge content on topics related to the Army 
and national defense. The views expressed belong to their authors, and do not necessarily represent the official view of the Depart-
ment of the Army, the Department of Defense, or any other government institutions or agencies. APOJ 1



APOJ 2

 APOJ 16-30
 22 July 2016

F
O

R
T

 L

EAV E N W O R T H
, K

A
N

S
A

S

T
H

E    A
R M Y    P R E

S
S

4. There are fewer casualties than in conventional warfare;

5. There is an “invisibility” in the public and military consciousness due to the smaller number of 
casualties. There are no battles for the media to cover and report, and from a military perspective, not 
much seems to happen;

6. There is the potential for attritional wars to continue as long as our troops are in-country; and

7. Unlike conventional wars, they cannot be won.

Soldiers and marines are not trained in the tactics of attritional war, because there are no tactics. Our troops are 
attacked, the attackers are nowhere to be found, medics and corpsmen tend to our wounded and dead. 

      Attritional war corrodes morale, induces tension, fear, confusion, frustration, and can lead to atrocities 
committed against civilians. There is at hand no confirmed enemy to attack in retaliation. But there is often at 
hand a large number of people who look like the enemy, speak the language of the enemy, and who in fact may be 
the enemy in civilian clothing. So for the soldier or marine in attritional war, attrition by physical wounds is often 
replaced by psychic wounds that present as profound depression, PTSD, and other less visible casualties, many of 
which do not merit the award of a Purple Heart. 

      Attritional war often proceeds side by side with the counterinsurgency part of conventional war. Although 
its impact and consequences are significant, it remains unrecognized, is not the subject of rigorous analysis, and 
was not considered when decisions were made to commit troops to our three modern wars, or acknowledged as 
those wars were carried out.

Conventional Warfare; Tet and My Lai; Attritional War in Literature

      Until Vietnam, our wars for the most part were fought in the field and in cities by trained troops against 
the trained troops of others, without much in the way of counterinsurgency.2 At the conclusion of the traditional 
part of these wars, we could rightly say “Mission Accomplished.” In our three modern wars, however, counterin-
surgency continued and attritional war began. While attritional war has not been extensively analyzed, it has been 
eloquently described in literature. In the absence of a systematic military analysis, this is the best record we have. 
A few examples of attritional war in literature follow a brief analysis of the differences between conventional and 
attritional war that occurred in the Tet Offensive and My Lai 4.

      The Tet Offensive in Vietnam, which began in January 1968, and the few months thereafter that led up to 
the events My Lai 4 on March 16, 1968, illustrate the difference between conventional war and attritional war. Tet 
was fought as conventional warfare, what followed was not. It was attritional, and profoundly so. 

       “Tet” quickly became ingrained in national memory. It commenced with country-wide attacks in South 
Vietnam by 80,000 Viet Cong and North Vietnamese army regulars on cities, provincial capitals, and military and 
diplomatic installations, including the United States embassy in Saigon. Although the Americans and South Viet-
namese were taken by surprise, they conducted a series of coordinated and effective counterattacks and within 
weeks re-secured their original positions and inflicted thousands of enemy casualties. By any traditional measure, 
it was a major victory for the combined forces of the United States and the Republic of Vietnam. The Tet Offen-
sive, like the battles of Falluja in 2004, the Anbar Awakening in 2006, and the surge in Afghanistan, was an orga-
nized military response to insurgency, which resulted in victory. Tet and the battles noted in Iraq and Afghanistan 
are examples of traditional war; they were recognized as “war” by our military and civilian leaders and made news 
in a way that attritional wars do not.

 On March 16, 1968, a few months after Tet, Company C (“Charlie”), 1st Battalion, 20th Infantry Regi-
ment, 23rd Infantry Division (Americal), killed many Vietnamese in the villages of Truong Dinh, Tu Cung, My
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Lai, and Co Luy, collectively called My Lai 4, which soon became known as “My Lai.” It was estimated that be-
tween 175 and 400 Vietnamese died that day. Other than a few self-inflicted wounds, American casualties were 
negligible.3

      After its arrival in Vietnam in December 1967, Charlie Company had begun daily patrols in search of 
the enemy, particularly the Viet Cong’s 48th Local Force Battalion, estimated to be several hundred strong. Nei-
ther that battalion nor any other enemy was found in force, but the company took casualties from snipers and 
mines. On the eve of My Lai, Charlie Company had suffered five deaths and twenty-three wounded. “All the 
casualties had come from mines and booby traps and snipers. They had never seen or encountered the enemy in 
any strength. There had been no heavy contact. They were battle-scarred without being battle-tested.”4 They had 
trained to fight one war, a traditional one, and found themselves in another—attritional war—that offered no way 
to retaliate against those who were killing, maiming, and terrifying them.

 Those in My Lai looked like the enemy, and many of them may have given aid to the Viet Cong. There is no 
way to know. And with the tacit—and perhaps overt—approval of superior officers (testimony varied), the sol-
diers of Charlie Company killed. They were told that they would be engaging the Viet Cong’s 48th and that every-
one in the villages should be considered the enemy. They expected to fight a battle for which they had been trained, 
and after being randomly attacked in the jungles by an unseen enemy for several weeks, they were ready to kill. But 
instead of the Viet Cong battalion, they found several hundred old men, women of all ages, and children.

      From a military perspective, nothing that happened to Charlie Company since its arrival in-country and 
in those few hours at My Lai 4 on March 16, 1968 had any impact whatsoever on the Vietnam War.5

--------------------

 In The Things They Carried, a novel by Tim O’Brien, the narrative tracks a depleted platoon in Vietnam of 
only 17 young soldiers, about half the size of a normal platoon.6 The book is about many things—the persistence of 
memory and imagination, young love, Norman Bowker’s suicide ten years after his tour, Rat Kiley’s disintegration 
and self-inflicted wound, the fate of a baby water buffalo, the power of stories—and most importantly, it is a quint-
essential description of attritional war and its lingering aftermath.

 Nothing much happens in The Things They Carried. The soldiers patrol, usually without action. There is no 
mention of any fighting on any substantial scale until near the end of the book when the narrator says that “after a 
battle in the mountains,” he was assigned to “police up the enemy’s KIAs. There were twenty-seven bodies altogeth-
er, and parts of several others.”7 We are not told if his platoon participated in the battle. 

     Over the several months of the narrator’s tour, the deaths of three members of his platoon, Ted Lavender, Curt 
Lemon, and Kiowa, are described:  

• Lee Strunk was relieved that he had just successfully completed his search of an enemy tunnel, a highly 
dangerous business. “[Strunk] made a funny ghost sound, a kind of moaning, yet very happy, and right 
then, when [he] made that high happy sound, when he went Ahhooooo, right then Ted Lavender was 
shot in the head on his way back from peeing.”8 

• “. . . Curt Lemon stepped on a booby-trapped 105 round. He was playing catch with Rat Riley, laughing, 
and then he was dead.”9 

• On a night of pouring rain when the platoon bivouacked in a place that flooded, Kiowa was hit by a 
mortar and sunk in the ooze. The next day after an extensive search his body was found in the water 
“wedged under a layer of mud.” It took five men several minutes tugging and pulling and digging with 
entrenching tools before Kiowa was recovered.10

 The narrator describes the platoon’s journey: “By daylight they took sniper fire, at night they were mor-
tared, but it was not battle, it was just the endless march, village to village, without purpose, nothing won or lost.”11
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 Nothing happens in The Things They Carried that had any impact whatsoever on the Vietnam War. The 
lasting impact, rather, was on the members of O’Brien’s platoon and those close to them.

     The United States began military operations against Afghanistan on October 7, 2001 when the Taliban refused 
to deliver Osama bin Laden and other al-Qaeda terrorists after the 9/11 attacks. Combat operations in Iraq began 
on March 20, 2003 in the controversial belief that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction, which he 
was prepared to use against America and our allies. In both countries, as the United States and its allies were 
defeating their enemies in traditional war, the conflicts morphed into lengthy, seemingly never-ending, counterin-
surgencies and attritional wars.

 Phil Klay is an Iraq marine veteran who wrote a collection of stories titled Redeployment.12 His description 
of attritional war in “After Action Report” could have been written about Charlie Company before My Lai or Tim 
O’Brien’s platoon in The Things They Carry:  

Somebody said combat is 99 percent sheer boredom and 1 percent pure terror. . . . On the roads I was 
scared all the time. Maybe not pure terror. That’s for when the IED actually goes off. But a kind of low-
grade terror that mixes with the boredom. So it’s 50 percent terror and 49 percent normal terror, which 
is a general feeling that you might die at any second and that everybody in this country wants to kill you. 
Then, of course, there’s the 1 percent terror, when your heart rate skyrockets and your vision closes in 
and your hands are white and your body is humming.13

 Dexter Filkins, a journalist in Iraq and Afghanistan, wrote The Forever War about his experiences.14 In “A 
Hand in the Air,” he describes the frustration of not knowing who the enemy is and how to distinguish friend from 
foe:

The insurgency was everywhere and it was nowhere. The Americans. . . would roll into Iraqi towns 
ready for a fight, and they would discover, invariably, that the enemy had disappeared. Often, the peo-
ple they were looking for were standing a few feet away. . . . The insurgents were Iraqis; the Iraqis were 
insurgents. Sometimes they fought; the rest of the time they were standing around like everyone else. . . . 
It drove the Americans crazy. They would drive through a village and spot an Iraqi man standing on the 
roadside, marking the convoy’s time and speed as it passed. Working for the insurgency, no doubt, but 
how do you shoot a guy for looking at his watch?15

 Attritional war was not the war that soldiers and marines expected to fight. Klay’s character in “Money As 
a Weapons System” says, “Success was a matter of perspective. In Iraq it had to be. There was no Omaha Beach, no 
Vicksburg Campaign, not even an Alamo to signal a clear defeat. The closest we’d come were those toppled Sadd-
am statues, but that was years ago.”16 

      In “Unless It’s A Sucking Chest Wound,” Klay’s protagonist compares the experience of Sergeant Julien 
Deme, who was awarded the Navy Cross for bravery in action, to that of James Vockler, a fellow marine. Both were 
killed in action, Deme while trying to help wounded marines out of an ambush in Iraq. Deme saved Vockler in 
that ambush, but Vockler, who volunteered for Afghanistan after his tour in Iraq, died later

in an IED, like the majority of combat casualties in these wars, a death that doesn’t offer a story younger 
Marines can read and get inspired by. IEDs don’t let you be a hero. That’s what makes Deme so import-
ant. The cold, hard courage that sends veterans like Vockler back to war is not what makes teenagers 
join the Corps in the first place. Without the rare stories like Deme’s, who’d sign up?17

James Vockler died with as little fanfare or impact on his wars as Ted Lavender, Curt Lemon, and Kiowa did in an 
attritional war decades removed. The heroic story of Chris Kyle, whose participation in traditional battles in Iraq 
and his ensuing death, seen by millions in American Sniper, is inspirational; the attritional war deaths of Ted Lav-
ender, Curt Lemon, Kiowa, and James Vockler are not. Attritional wars, because they are invisible to the military 
and civilian narratives of the war, end up with unforeseen and unanalyzed impacts. They wear away at our military
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Why Attritional Wars Matter

      We win our traditional wars and maybe our counterinsurgencies, too. But our attritional wars matter be-
cause they are costly, lengthy, deadly—and here’s the sobering message: they cannot be won. 

      More than a dozen years after the commencement of our recent wars, we are faced again with the decision 
whether to continue substantial military assistance in the Middle East. Our choices are:

(1) No; 

(2) Yes, but with limited and clearly defined and understood objectives, as in the Gulf War; 

(3) Yes, with aid and support (including training, air, drones, and cyber support), and other assistance—
perhaps some form of counterinsurgency—but without traditional war combat readiness; or 

(4) Yes, with traditional war combat forces and implementation of our range of COIN capabilities.

Our ultimate choice depends on what we hope to achieve. If we decide to act, there are many long-term consider-
ations that need to be weighed and debated:

• Will the goal be to help allies in the region defeat the current jihadist threat (either with or without 
committing our ground forces), after which much of our military support including ground forces will 
be withdrawn? 

• Will we keep our troops in-country after the immediate objective of defeating enemy forces has been 
substantially met, to assist in counterinsurgency efforts and nation-building, as we did in Afghanistan 
and Iraq? 

• Will we leave armies of deterrence in place for the foreseeable future to discourage enemies from 
re-forming conventional military units that will have to be defeated in the future?

If history presents lessons, any choice that involves leaving large numbers of U.S. ground forces in the region upon 
the winding down or end of traditional warfare, will likely (but not inevitably) involve our forces in attritional war. 
So, before we decide on objectives, our public debate should include an analysis of what we have learned from our 
three prior attritional wars, including:

(1) How we determine when traditional war is winding down or ended;  

(2) The relationship of insurgency/counterinsurgency and attritional war; 

(3) The costs of attritional war; and 

(4) The proper role for our troops at the conclusion of traditional warfare. 

And we should also consider Korea, a traditional war that appeared destined to move into attritional war, but did 
not. 

1. Conclusion of Traditional Warfare

      Unlike earlier wars, it was not easy in our modern wars to determine when battle between organized 
military units largely ended. There were no war-ending treaties, no dramatic surrenders on battleships; there was 
not an armistice of the kind that ended the fighting in Korea in 1953. George M. Cohan’s “Over There,” written 
in 1917 to encourage patriotism and enlistment in World War I, exhorts “We’ll be over, we’re coming over, and 
we won’t come back till it’s over, over there.”18 It’s an uplifting but now quaint notion that a time would eventually 
come when everyone, friend and foe alike, agreed that the war really was over, over there. Our modern wars do not 
give us that luxury. In fact, what we have seen is that at the conclusion or general winding down of traditional war, 
more elusive, more frustrating warfare is just beginning.

 Probably the best way, maybe the only way, to judge the end of this first part of conventional war is the 
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disappearance of enemy forces. With the benefit of hindsight, we can see that the last major battles for our ground 
forces in Vietnam occurred as part of the Tet Offensive in 1968. Of course there were many fire fights and casual-
ties to go before our final withdrawal five years later. But no operations, including the incursion into Cambodia in 
1970, resulted in many battles of a traditional nature, and those that did were inconsequential (except, of course, 
to the casualties). 

 After Tet, the Viet Cong disappeared into the jungles and the North Vietnamese Army stayed out of con-
tact. The same was true in Afghanistan and Iraq. For the most part, organized opposition by major forces simply 
ended. Over time, a very long time, our troops searched for the enemy. The result was little contact with large 
groups of enemy troops—and attrition of our forces from booby traps, IEDs, and snipers. 

      There are at least two reasons to track the end of this part of war: first, if we are to understand the costs 
of attritional war, we should try to exclude the costs of traditional war; and second, the winding down of tradition-
al war should trigger warning lights that the cycle of insurgency/counterinsurgency will almost certainly begin or 
intensify, and attritional war is on the way.

2. Relationship of Insurgency/Counterinsurgency and Attritional War

 I include counterinsurgency as a part of conventional war because of its revival during the last dozen years 
and because it is taught, much as traditional warfare has long been taught.19 As a doctrine, counterinsurgency was 
in deep disfavor for many years after Vietnam. Our early successes in Afghanistan and Iraq in traditional battles 
were followed by some years of erosion during the attritional wars that followed. By 2005-2006, COIN had made a 
strong comeback under the leadership of General Petraeus.20 Some cite it as the principal reason for our success in 
the surges, while others are not so sure.21 

 Field Manual 3-24, Insurgencies and Countering Insurgencies, is must-reading for all interested in modern 
warfare. Its purpose is described in the Preface: 

[This Field Manual] provides doctrine for Army and Marine units that are countering an insurgency. 
It provides a doctrinal foundation for counterinsurgency. [It] is a guide for units fighting or training for 
counterinsurgency operations.22

    The manual offers useful commentary on the need for a unified effort, ensuring the involvement of allies 
in the host country, the need to understand local culture, and on insurgency and counter insurgency strategies 
and tactics. But it would seem to have little value as a practical guide for soldiers and marines in the field. It is too 
long, too formalistic, too loaded with defined terms, and its style is often turgid, sometimes incomprehensible. (“A 
line of operation is a line that defines the interior or exterior orientation of the force in relation to the enemy or 
that connects actions on nodes and/or decisive points related to an objective(s).”23 At the beginning of the seventh 
section of the manual, nine “counterinsurgency paradoxes” are listed and explained: e.g., “Sometimes, the more 
force is used, the less  effective it is,”24 and ”If a tactic works this week, it might not work next week; if it works in 
this province, it might not work in the next.”25 These paradoxes, together with the several case studies interspersed 
throughout FM 3-24, would have made a much leaner and more useful tool for addressing insurgencies than the 
manual in its current form. 

 The manual also has at least two serious omissions: (1) analytics to determine when attritional war is 
occurring alongside or in place of counterinsurgency; and (2) an analysis of who is best able to make that deter-
mination. Both points could be addressed in what is now Section 9 of the manual, which considers various direct 
methods for countering insurgencies.

 So those charged with planning and carrying out COIN at the present are given a manual describing 
doctrine that has some formal elegance, but is too unwieldy to be of much practical use and, despite its length, has 
serious omissions. It suggests that if everyone understands and follows its directives, if each commander is wise in
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applying the counterinsurgency paradoxes, all will be well. But application of the doctrine requires the exercise 
of good judgment by emotionally intelligent people, tact, and not just a little bit of luck. ( Just how do we foretell 
whether a tactic that worked this week will, or will not, work next week?) And what often ensues is not surprising. 
War being war, the field is fluid and even the best laid plans can go awry. Aggressive, focused commanders plan-
ning and carrying out COIN that results in attritional war casualties will view these as temporary setbacks, and 
will go out the next day and the next and the next, as they are trained to do. But at some point they have crossed 
over to attritional war, the war we are destined to lose, and they do not know it. They do not know it because attri-
tional war has not been recognized as part of modern warfare, as counterinsurgency has. Who could blame these 
dedicated and brave leaders? They are doing their jobs.

3. Costs of Attritional War

      The monetary costs of all phases of war are astronomical, and the costs of each should be quantified and 
its impact assessed. But the fact is that when we have decided to go to war, Congress foots the bill and keeps paying 
until a political decision is made to stop.

 There are other costs to be considered: desertion rates, suicide and PTSD rates, enlistment and re-en-
listment rates, combat readiness, and unit morale to name some. Substantial study has been done on suicide and 
PTSD and its cousin, traumatic brain injury (TBI), and this is all to the good.26 We need to know all we can about 
the causes of these afflictions, how suicide may be averted, and how PTSD and TBI can best be treated. But more 
must happen to assess the role attritional war plays in these events.

 First, the military must acknowledge that attritional war was a reality in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq, 
just as conventional warfare was, and that it lasted much longer than the conventional phase. Second, the military 
must determine when each of our three modern wars became attritional, that is, when the seven characteristics of 
attritional war noted at the beginning of this paper became predominant. This will not be easy because wars are 
fluid and parts occur simultaneously. Traditional warfare, counterinsurgency, and attritional war can and often do 
overlap. And as happened in Afghanistan and Iraq, attritional war was largely replaced by traditional war during 
the surges, then returned when the enemy backed away after goals of the surges were met. That the different 
phases of modern wars are not always separated with precision, however, should not obscure the distinctiveness of 
each.

 Until there is general agreement on when our attritional wars occurred,27 it will not be possible to correlate 
studies of suicides and those suffering PTSD and TBI with those wars. But once that happens, we could at least 
identify the afflicted who served during those periods. Further, knowing their military occupational specialties 
would suggest if their service would be more or less likely to put them in harm’s way.  For example, those desig-
nated 11B (infantry) and 68W (combat medic) are more likely to have borne the impact of attritional war than 
clerk-typists. Of course it would not necessarily follow that attritional war caused suicides, PTSD, and TBI, but the 
data may be illuminating.

 An additional significant cost is the impact of attritional war on Congressional and public support. Harold 
Bruff, in Untrodden Ground: How Presidents Interpret the Constitution, explores the notion of “political ratification” 
of presidential assertions of power that go beyond theretofore understood limits.28 In doing so, presidents legiti-
mize their actions by seeking the consent of Congress and the public. Examples include Andrew Jackson’s use of 
the veto power; Lincoln’s decisive actions at the start of the Civil War before Congress was in session, including 
treating the rebellion as a war, a power the Constitution granted to Congress; and of course his issuance effective 
January 1, 1863 of the Emancipation Proclamation.

 While the actions of Presidents Kennedy and Johnson in Vietnam, and George W. Bush and Barack 
Obama in Afghanistan and Iraq, may not have involved assertions of new presidential war-making power (as we 
shall see, Harry Truman addressed that in the Korean War), Johnson and Bush quickly gained support to pursue 
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very broad military objectives with the authority to reach them as they saw fit.29 

      In 1964, Congress adopted the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which provided that “Congress approves and 
supports the determination of the President, as Commander in Chief, to take all necessary measures to repel any 
armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression. . . .”30 This joint resolution 
passed unanimously in the House and 88 to 2 in the Senate. Three days after the 9/11 attacks, a joint resolution 
directed at Afghanistan was adopted (one dissent in the House, none in the Senate), which provided “That the 
President is authorized to use all necessary and appropriate force to defend against those nations, organizations, or 
persons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on September 
11, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons. . . .”31 In 2002, Congress adopted a further joint resolution, 
which provided that “The President is authorized to use the Armed Forces of the United States as he determines 
to be necessary and appropriate in order to defend the national security of the United States”32 against threats 
from Iraq. The vote was 297 to 143 in the House, 77 to 23 in the Senate.

 Congressional and public support for the wars in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq remained generally 
strong as long as the wars stayed traditional. But it waned in each as traditional war morphed into a long siege of 
counterinsurgency and a war that increasingly became attritional. Public opinion for the Vietnam War eroded 
precipitously as the same pattern emerged in the late 60s, and Congress terminated the Gulf of Tonkin Resolu-
tion in 1971. And despite the overwhelming and open-ended support given to President Bush for the invasion of 
Afghanistan and the very strong support for invading Iraq, no general consensus has emerged that those wars were 
won, and some in Congress, the public, and even the military, have been highly critical.33

4. The Role of Soldiers and Marines after Traditional War

      There are legitimate differences of opinion about what our proper role should now be in the Middle East. 
For some, there is profound war weariness—we have done more than enough, we get signals from host countries 
that our presence is unwelcome, our continued involvement just makes us more enemies, the costs are too high 
and it is time to move on. For others, however, not returning now when the outcome is in doubt, is an inexcusable 
default on promises made, a betrayal of those who fought and died in foreign lands, and a failure to keep America 
secure against those who wish us harm. Since 9/11, we have been in a global and unrelenting war in defense of our 
values and way of life, to which the only acceptable response is to engage on many fronts, including militarily.

 Let us assume that after full and vigorous debate, including an analysis of the nature and costs of our three 
attritional wars, a decision is made to send combat troops back to the Middle East with no commitment to bring 
them home at the conclusion of traditional warfare. When we have won that first part of conventional war, what 
should these troops do if they are not brought home? There seem to be four options: 

(1) Patrol and search for the enemy, help train indigenous troops, offer air, infrastructure, technical and 
intelligence support, and implement a robust counterinsurgency—in short, do what we did in Vietnam, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq; 

(2) Some modified version of the first option, one that keeps our soldiers largely off the streets and out 
of the field in noncombatant roles, but offers assistance consistent with such status, which may include 
help with training and integration of troops and some COIN efforts; 

(3) Have forces in sufficient numbers to engage only in the traditional part of conventional warfare; and 

(4) Leave troops in sufficient strength to deter the rise of new enemy armies that will threaten Middle 
East stability and require defeat in yet another conventional war.

 We might pick option one, even if it leads to attritional war. Our analysis might lead us to conclude that, 
dispiriting though it may be, even the costs of attritional wars were well worth it. The model works, the argument 
goes, even if we find ourselves in other attritional wars. Yes, they drag on and we suffer casualties, but people 
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volunteer for military service knowing it is a dangerous business. Maybe training is tweaked to better prepare 
troops for the special challenges of attritional war; maybe adjustments are made to operations, such as cutting back 
on daily patrols and refining our counterinsurgency efforts; maybe a relatively small number of troops, say 10,000, 
would be sufficient to give effective aid to indigenous forces. But our mission would remain the same, and we 
would step back from time to time to assess where matters stand and if it is appropriate to draw down, or increase, 
troop levels. Wars are messy, fraught with uncertainty. We cannot predict when our ground troops will no longer 
be needed.

      The fourth option, sufficient forces in place with the primary goal of discouraging the rise of new enemy 
armies, raises many more questions. How many troops are “sufficient” for deterrence, what would this force have 
to do to discourage jihadis from creating new armies, would substantial changes in training be necessary, how firm 
would our resolve be if host countries decided they did not want us there any longer? Whose interests are we pro-
tecting, the host country’s or ours, and how are they the same, how do they differ?

5. The Curious Case of Korea

      There is a further consideration, the existence of newly organized and well equipped jihadi forces in num-
bers sufficient to wage effective traditional war. This is happening now. Our allies are in jeopardy, the Middle East 
is being further destabilized, and our national interests may be adversely affected. What if these forces win signifi-
cant and lasting victories? And even if they are defeated, what is the likelihood that other forces capable of waging 
effective traditional war will rise to take their place?

      While we may not find answers from our experience during and after the Korean War, the history of that 
conflict should be part of the discussion. The war started in June 1950 when the North invaded the South. In that 
Cold War era with Communism seen as the overarching threat, President Truman and his advisors felt that a 
strong American response was necessary. After discussion with advisors, but without concurrence of Congress, 
Truman decided to supply air and sea power to protect Americans and their dependents in the South and to help 
South Korean troops halt the attack.34 Fighting intensified with the South under siege, and upon the recommen-
dation of General Douglas MacArthur, our troops were committed in substantial numbers. Fierce fighting ensued, 
and the Chinese joined North Korea in the battle against South Korean and U.S. troops. An armistice ending the 
fighting was signed June 27, 1953. It established a demilitarized zone between the North and South at the 38th 
parallel, roughly at the divide between the two countries when they were established at the end of World War II. 

 Three months later, on October 1, the U.S. and the South Korea signed a Mutual Defense Treaty “to 
strengthen their efforts for collective defense for the preservation of peace and security pending the development 
of a more comprehensive and effective system of regional security in the Pacific area. . . .”35

 The Korean War, characterized as a “police action” by Truman, was as much a war as any of our three 
modern wars. Traditional fighting was intense, costing approximately 35,000 U.S. dead and 100,000 wounded.36 
There was a key difference, however, from our modern wars: although U.S. and South Korean forces did not lose 
the traditional war, they did not win it. Fighting ended in a stalemate with opposing armies facing each other at 
the demilitarized zone. Unlike Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq, the enemy did not simply disappear. Instead, they 
squared off as equals. Thus we had no opportunity to try to ferret them out in the cities and the countryside, and 
no significant counterinsurgency or attritional war ensued as it did in our modern wars.37

 Pursuant to the Mutual Defense Treaty signed after the end of hostilities, the U.S. has had tens of thou-
sands of troops in Korea ever since, including over 25,000 each year in the last decade.38 Over the years, there have 
been tensions in Korea between the opposing forces and several sharp clashes, but there was nothing approaching 
attritional war. And Congress and the public have generally supported this peace-keeping effort.

--------------------
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 Failure to recognize the presence of attritional war and that it cannot be won—U.S. forces do all the taking 
and little of the giving—has catastrophic consequences. It is the primary reason we lost the Vietnam War. After 
several years of attritional war seen every night on the news (that problem for the military has been eliminated by 
the tightly controlled media access in Afghanistan and Iraq), public and Congressional support melted away. No 
one called the attritional war in Vietnam by that name, but the public had a better intuitive sense of its reality than 
our civilian and military leaders. It is a wonder that we kept at it so long, which happened only because Lyndon 
Johnson insisted that we were there to win and Richard Nixon needed to reach a “peace with honor.”39 And all the 
while we failed to understand that we were in a new kind of war, and that we were losing it.

 I leave it to others to judge how we fared in Afghanistan and Iraq, whether despite losing the attritional 
wars, victories in the traditional wars and possibly counterinsurgency efforts, on balance, add up to successes. But 
unrest and conflict continue in both countries and jihadis throughout the Middle East are waging effective and 
ruthless insurgency and traditional war. This paper is not about what our next steps should be to combat terrorists 
in furtherance of our national interest; rather it is a call to understand that whatever action we take must mini-
mize a long attritional war, the war we do not win. Putting troops in situations for an extended period that require 
them to endure casualties they can neither avoid nor reciprocate is a fool’s errand that we—and especially they—
cannot afford.

Thomas Neely is a retired partner of Wilmer Hale, a law firm with twelve offices in the United States, Europe, and Asia. After 
graduation from Williams College and Harvard Law School, he served for two years in the United States Army, which included 
a tour in Vietnam in 1970 and 1971 that led to his general interest in military history and modern warfare in particular. 
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